The isolation and in vitro culture of human embryonic stem (hES) cells was first reported a mere 5 years ago, and the recent call for papers dealing with human stem cells by the New England Journal of Medicine reflects the importance given to this emerging field. The interest sparked by stem cells leaves many within and outside the field asking themselves questions such as: What have ES cell researchers accomplished thus far? Could hES cells serve as a therapy for bone marrow failure? What other potential breakthroughs could be attained by using these controversial research tools? There is a clear need for a defining text on the past, present, and future of hES cells.
At 5 years into this field comes Human Embryonic Stem Cells, a volume that presents an engaging and encompassing review of the issues concerning hES cell research. The scope of the text is ambitious, offering information concerning the policies regulating and influencing stem cell research, the differences among pluripotent cell types, the mechanisms behind ES cell differentiation into an array of cells types, and the therapeutic potential for ES cells. While principally an informational text, the book contains several chapters on techniques and protocols to give the reader an understanding of the methods used for culturing and manipulating ES cells, and to provide a helpful reference for researchers or students new to the field. Also, helpful for the nascent stem cell researcher are the appendixes listing useful websites, available cell lines with research and material transfer agreements, and examples of past stem cell patents filed in the US. While discussing rules regarding use of hES cells internationally, the book remains UScentric, with a whole chapter devoted to the FDA's role in assessing stem cell therapies.
It was the goal of the editors to impart an unbiased review of hES cell research and they accomplish just that. Steve Usdin presents a thorough, impartial discussion of the ethical issues concerning stem cells and the rules governing their use in the US, UK, and several other countries. Other particularly strong sections include Dan Kaufman's chapter reviewing hematopoietic progenitors derived from hES cells as well as chapters discussing potential therapeutic applications of stem cells. Further editing would have brought the text together as a whole, for the different chapters assume varying levels of background knowledge. However, this does not detract from the strength gained by having the history, problems, and future directions presented by expert researchers from each specific field. The range and depth of the topics covered make this an excellent manual for the MD or specialist seeking both a basic yet broad review of the human ES cell research, enabling the reader to both answer curiosities and form new questions concerning the field. One fact that will be clear to every reader is that human ES cell research is an emerging field with many unanswered questions, yet enormous potential to influence the future of biomedicine.
